We studied time budgets in two closely related and ecologically similar gerbillids to test the effect of group size on vigilance and foraging in adult females. Psammomys obesus is strictly solitary, while Rhombomys opimus is mainly social. We compared time budgets of (1) solitary P. obesus females, (2) solitary R. opimus females and (3) R. opimus females living in male-female pairs. Solitary R. opimus females spent more time underground, more time in low-cost vigilant postures, moved more, hoarded food more and fed above ground less than paired females. However, females of both categories spent similar time in high-cost upright postures. These results conform mainly to the group size effect hypothesis, while the high level of high-cost vigilance in paired females can be attributed to within-group vigilance, masking the group size effect. Solitary females of P. obesus and R. opimus showed similar time budget patterns; however, P. obesus allocated more time to high-cost vigilance and less time to feeding. In general, differences in time budgets between heterospecific females of the same social status (solitary or paired) were less pronounced than differences between conspecifics of different status. Thus, variation in activity patterns of females can be largely explained by different social conditions rather than by species affiliation. We discuss the results in terms of predation avoidance strategies in solitary and social species.
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Avoidance of predation is one of the main ultimate factors responsible for the evolution of group living in animals (Alexander 1974; Krebs & Davies 1993, but see Janson 2000). Living in groups has been repeatedly reported to reduce per capita vigilance, allowing more time for individual foraging (the group size effect, see Elgar 1989 and Quenette 1990 for reviews, but see Catterall et al. 1992; Treves 2000) . The main explanation of the group size effect on the vigilance/foraging trade-off is based on the group vigilance and individual risk hypotheses (Roberts 1996) . The former assumes collective detection of a predator and suggests that as group size increases an individual forager can devote less time to vigilance, saving time for feeding and/or benefit from the increased probability of predator detection (Roberts 1996) . The individual risk hypothesis suggests that the probability of being encountered, attacked and captured by a predator decreases as the number in the group increases (Hamilton 1971; Foster & Treherne 1981; Inman & Krebs 1987; Schradin 2000) . Thus, animals reduce their risk of predation by being social and may (but not always, see Roberts 1996) allocate more time to foraging at the cost of reduced vigilance. The fat sand rat, Psammomys obesus Cretzschmar, 1828, and the great gerbil, Rhombomys opimus Lichtenshtein, 1823, are very similar both morphologically and ecologically and are closely related (Pavlinov et al. 1990 ). Both species are desert dwellers: P. obesus in North Africa and the Middle East and R. opimus in central Asia. They both prefer damp soils (sandy or loess) with typical desert vegetation of shrubs, saltbushes and annuals (Pavlinov et al. 1990; Harrison & Bates 1991; Shenbrot et al. 1999) and construct complex deep burrows with numerous entrances. Both are diurnal and folivorous, although P. obesus specializes on chenopods (Daly & Daly 1973) , while R. opimus is more opportunistic (Pavlinov et al. 1990 ). Nevertheless, in some areas chenopods are its major food resource (Kucheruk et al. 1972 ). Both species
